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This thesis is a functional final project with the aim of improving storytelling sessions in 
order to support the moral education and development of five-to-six-year-old children in 
our working life partner’s kindergarten, the Finnish-American Kindergarten. The purpose 
behind supporting the moral development of young children is to promote positive social 
behaviour and attitudes towards others in society. 
 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, including moral development, and Kohlberg’s 
theory of the ‘Stages of moral development’ formed the foundation of our study. Our theo-
retical framework further included Vygotsky’s social pedagogical concept of the ‘Zone of 
Proximal Development’, the ‘National curriculum guidelines on early childhood education 
and care in Finland’, and the advantages of storytelling for the moral development of chil-
dren. 
 
Our study consisted of four storytelling and reflection sessions using books with different 
moral dilemmas, and one art reflection session. Hence, we prepared appropriate questions 
before each session. The aim of the sessions was to offer the participants the possibility of 
understanding different moral dilemmas, and reflect and discuss their opinions concerning 
the stories with their peers. The end result was a plan on how to hold storytelling sessions 
with the aim of supporting the moral development of children. Furthermore, we analysed 
the children’s answers by comparing them to the used theories. 
 
We conclude that supporting the moral development in early childhood is essential and 
that stories can play an important part in advancing children’s moral thinking and behav-
iour. Moreover, our project was successful and participants gained further knowledge.  
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Tämä tutkielma on toiminnallinen lopputyö, jonka tavoitteena on parantaa työelämä- 
yhteistyökumppanimme, The Finnish American Kindergartenin, päiväkodin 
tarinankerrontatuokioita, niin että ne tukevat 5-6 vuotiaiden lasten moraalikasvatusta ja -
kehitystä. Pienten lasten moraalikehityksen tukemisen tarkoitus on edistää myönteistä 
sosiaalista käytöstä ja asennoitumista yhteiskunnan muita jäseniä kohtaan.  
 
Tutkimus pohjautui Piaget’n teoriaan kognitiivisen kehittymisestä, sisältäen moraalin 
kehityksen, ja Kohlbergin teoriaan moraalikehityksen vaiheista. Teoreettinen viitekehys 
sisälsi lisäksi Vygotskin sosiaalipedagogisen käsitteen ”lähikehityksen vyöhyke” sekä  
Varhaiskasvatussuunnitelman perusteet, ja  käsitteli  tarinankerronnan hyötyjä lapsen 
moraalisen kehityksen kannalta. 
 
Tutkimus koostui neljästä tarinankerronta-  ja pohdintatuokiosta, joissa käytettiin erilaisia 
moraalisia ongelmia sisältäviä kirjoja, ja yhdestä taiteen keinoin toteutetusta 
pohdintatuokiosta.  Kutakin tuokiota varten valmisteltiin sopivat kysymykset. Tuokioiden 
tarkoitus oli tarjota osallistujille mahdollisuus ymmärtää erilaisia moraalisia ongelmia, 
pohtia niitä ja keskustella tarinoiden herättämistä ajatuksista ikätovereiden kanssa. 
Lopputuloksena syntyi suunnitelma lasten moraalikehitystä tukevien 
tarinankerrontatuokioiden pitämisestä. Lisäksi lasten vastaukset analysoitiin vertaamalla 
niitä käytettyihin teorioihin. 
 
Loppupäätelmänä on, että moraalisen kehityksen tukeminen varhaislapsuudessa on 
keskeistä ja että tarinoilla voi olla tärkeä osa lapsen moraalisen kehityksen ja käytöksen 
edistäjänä. Lisäksi projekti oli onnistunut ja toi osallistujille uutta tietoa. 
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1 Introduction 
 
The topic of this thesis is ‘Supporting moral development in early childhood through 
storytelling’. The aim is to improve the moral learning of storytelling sessions in our 
working life partner’s kindergarten group of five-to-six-year-old children. The study 
question for our thesis is: “What kind of storytelling sessions could support the moral 
education in kindergarten?” The thesis is functional, as the end result or product of it 
will be storytelling sessions focusing on moral storybooks and peer reflection. We hope 
that our thesis and the storytelling sessions can serve as guidelines or give ideas on 
how to improve the moral development in early childhood to our working life partner. 
 
This paper explains in detail our topic, purpose, aim, plan and implementation of the 
plan. Furthermore, theories which support our project are introduced and explained. 
The main theories discussed in this paper are theories of moral development, focusing 
on Kohlberg’s ‘Stages of moral development’ and Piaget’s theory of cognitive develop-
ment, including moral development. The social pedagogical concept of the ‘Zone of 
Proximal Development’ by Lev Vygotsky is also an important part of our project, as it is 
the basis on which our storytelling sessions are built. Moreover, the advantages of sto-
rytelling for the moral development and learning of young children are being discussed. 
Furthermore, the ethical and aesthetic orientations of the ‘National Curriculum Guide-
lines on Early Childhood Education and Care in Finland’ (ECEC) are being explained, 
as our project aims to promote these. 
 
2 Background & context 
 
2.1 General societal background 
 
“Moral development refers to the changes in people’s sense of justice and of what is 
right or wrong and in their behaviour related to moral issues” (Feldman 2012, p. 363). 
Moral development has been and still is a popular research subject among develop-
mental psychologists. Children’s moral reasoning, their attitudes toward moral dilem-
mas, and their reactions and behaviour when encountering moral issues, have been 
the focus of those psychologists’ studies. (Feldman 2012, p. 363.) 
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The ongoing moral development of citizens, from early childhood to adulthood, is es-
sential to democratic societies, since members of the society are expected to cooper-
ate and assist each other, and so uphold a harmonious society (Althof & Berkowitz 
2006, p. 495). A civil society needs citizens to care about the general welfare of its 
people, including members of the society who cannot advocate for themselves. It is 
important for citizens of a democratic society to not only care about individuals close to 
them, but also about the society in general. Haydon (1999, p. 148) agrees with this and 
explains that the level of moral development is that of how much an individual shares 
the values central to a particular society. 
 
Moreover, Haydon explains that moral development, including the non-observable be-
haviour, will result in a clear set of values and a consistent approach of applying them. 
No matter which moral theory we follow, a morally developed person is seen as more 
stable and trustworthy than a morally less developed one. (Haydon 1999, p. 148.) This 
idea can be noticed in our chosen theories of moral development by Piaget and Kohl-
berg.  
 
Therefore, we think that moral education is essential for a harmonious and democratic 
society. Haydon (1999, p. 145) agrees with this in his argument that moral education is 
an aspect of education for citizenship. Furthermore, he states that the moral develop-
ment of society goes hand in hand with the moral development and education of its 
individual citizens (Haydon 1999, p. 148). The goal of moral education is to promote 
people’s pro-social attitudes and empathy towards others. The aim of this is to help 
people make morally right decisions not because of what they are expected to do, but 
because of what they feel is the right thing to do. (Althof & Berkowitz 2006, p. 496.) 
Consequently, in order to become a valuable and moral citizen, moral education of 
children is essential.  
 
According to Moller Okin and Reich (1999, p. 283), most experts in moral education 
argue that the potential for empathy is inherent. Nevertheless, this potential has to be 
given the possibility to flourish in order for children to gain essential moral qualities 
such as honesty, concern for others and a sense of fairness. Moreover, childhood is 
generally seen as the most critical period of development, including moral develop-
ment. Therefore, families and educational institutions have the responsibility to promote 
these moral qualities. Adding to this, educational institutions, and the resulting peer 
relationships, are some of the most important environments in fostering moral devel-
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opment and moral qualities. Educational institutions allow the children to interact with 
others, such as their peers and teachers, and share their experiences and values. 
(Moller Okin & Reich 1999, p. 283.) Through this interaction and sharing of ideas, chil-
dren gain deeper knowledge about moral thinking and get the possibility to view things 
or issues from a different perspective. 
 
Furthermore, Moller Okin and Reich (1999, pp. 295-296) argue that in order to enhance 
the possibilities of moral development for children, moral education has to happen with-
in, but also outside of the family units. Consequently, for the benefit of the society, edu-
cational institutions should not only follow the moral guidelines of the parents, but ra-
ther introduce a wider knowledge and points of view concerning moral topics. (Moller 
Okin & Reich 1999, p. 285.) 
 
Adding to this, the Education goals of the ECEC (2004, p.14), it is essential for chil-
dren’s development of empathy to reinforce their good behaviour and treatment toward 
others. This will result in assisting children to grow up to be considerate and responsi-
ble citizens. 
 
We agree that it is essential for a functioning and stable society to have morally devel-
oped members, which have the ability to understand right from wrong on the generally 
accepted values of a democratic society. Therefore, we think that moral education 
should be part of children’s lives early on and that their moral development should be 
encouraged and supported. Our project is based on these ideas. However, we do not 
aim to teach right from wrong directly, but focus more on supporting the moral devel-
opment of young children by giving them the opportunity to reflect and discuss on mor-
al issues, embedded in stories, together with their peers.  
 
2.2 Working life partner 
 
Our working life partner is the Finnish-American Kindergarten in Helsinki. The Finnish-
American Kindergarten is an English language playschool based in Helsinki. The kin-
dergarten has been established more than thirty years ago and nowadays operates 
three branches in Helsinki: Töölö, Ruoholahti, and Kamppi. 
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The Kindergarten’s mission is to help every child to develop at his or her own pace, be 
it intellectually, socially, emotionally or physically. Therefore, the teachers offer many 
different activities to the children, such as play, experimenting, mathematics, language 
games, discussion, music, etc. The kindergarten also stresses the importance of hav-
ing fun while learning. Their way of ensuring that is to provide the children with a bal-
anced mixture of free play and structured activities. Moreover, the kindergarten states 
that planning, having quality materials, having a good sense of humour, and being flex-
ible are the keys to successful education. (Finnish-American Kindergarten, 2006.) 
 
The kindergarten’s philosophy is to offer the children a good atmosphere in which they 
can learn, play and be happy. The teachers also make sure that the children under-
stand the rules of the kindergarten, such as that no bullying is accepted and that they 
have to play fairly. The kindergarten’s idea is that the children should be actively play-
ing, learning or being entertained, as this will help them to respect others and play fair-
ly. (Finnish-American Kindergarten, 2006.) 
 
Furthermore, the kindergarten’s goal is to support children to become confident, more 
independent, and to grow their self-esteem. They also support the children in learning 
to make choices and in reasoning. By doing so, the children will eventually learn to 
make the right choices and to argue their reasons for taking certain actions or deci-
sions. The kindergarten also stresses that one of the most important outcomes of the 
kindergarten education is experiencing the feeling of satisfaction and accomplishment 
when a new skill is mastered or a goal is achieved. (Finnish-American Kindergarten, 
2006.) 
 
The children at Finnish-American Kindergarten in Kamppi are divided into three groups 
according to their age groups: three-to-four-year-olds, five-year-olds, and six-to-seven-
year-olds (pre-schoolers). The teachers plan and carry out activities for their own 
groups throughout the school year. The daily programme at the kindergarten in Kamppi 
starts with ‘circle time’, in which the teachers and children sing songs, discuss their 
weekend or special events, tell stories with the use of puppets, and if the children wish 
so talk about what happened in the group (fights, friendship, etc.) The teachers choose 
a different topic every month, such as the universe, the sea, mammals, etc. This topic 
is also being discussed during circle time and a lot of activities will happen to learn 
more about the month’s topic. (Finnish-American Kindergarten, 2006.) 
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2.3 Target group 
  
We have carried out our project at the kindergarten’s branch in Kamppi from the 7th of 
March to the 4th of April. The children participating in the sessions are five-to-six-year-
old kindergartners. We chose the Finnish-American Kindergarten in Kamppi as our 
working life partner, as one of us carried out her work placement there. The group of 
five-to-six-year-old children was suggested to us by our contact teacher at the kinder-
garten. Moreover, we hoped to work with that age group as we are especially interest-
ed in the moral thinking and reasoning of that age group. Another reason for choosing 
this age group is that they already understand longer stories and concepts, are able to 
communicate their thoughts easier than younger children, and have a longer concen-
tration span. 
 
2.4 Improving story time 
 
The topic of this thesis, as mentioned earlier, is ‘Supporting moral development in early 
childhood through storytelling’. Our aim is to help the kindergarten improve their story-
telling sessions and so advance the children’s learning of moral thinking and under-
standing. During the earlier work placement, one of us was participating in the daily 
routine of the kindergarten. While working there, she realised that the story sessions at 
the kindergarten did not include reflection time. We therefore thought that there is a 
need for enhancing the storytelling session. Without reflecting on the story, especially if 
the story includes a moral dilemma, the children will not get time to form their own opin-
ion and the chance to share their thoughts on the issue with their peers. Smith and 
Habenicht (1993, p. 544) agree on the importance of reflection by emphasising that 
giving children some time to reflect on a story, they gain the chance for personal judg-
ment of the moral situation.  
 
By studying the theories and approaches on how storybooks can influence children’s 
moral development in different stages, we aim to support the kindergarten’s moral val-
ue education. We hope that our project will result in giving the teachers at the kinder-
garten ideas and tools on how to improve storytelling sessions for the benefit of the 
moral development of five-to-six-year-old children.  
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3 Theoretical framework 
 
3.1 Educational orientations  
 
The National Curriculum guidelines on early childhood education and care (ECEC) 
needed to be taken into account for our thesis, as it focuses on early childhood devel-
opment (ECEC 2004, p. 9). 
 
The aim of the ECEC, which is approved by the Finnish government, is to provide 
common national guidelines on early childhood education and care, and supporting 
children’s wellbeing, development and learning. Furthermore, it specifies the priorities 
and principles of early childhood development for day cares and kindergartens in Fin-
land. Moreover, the ECEC aims to support a common standard quality of all publicly 
and supervised activities in early childhood and care throughout the country. (ECEC 
2004, p. 9.) 
 
Adding to this, the ECEC also intends to promote and advance the professional aware-
ness of early childhood educators in Finland, parental involvement in early childhood 
services, and multi-professional collaboration between different pre-school education 
services (ECEC 2004, p. 9). 
 
As we did our project in a kindergarten in Finland, we had to be aware of and follow the 
educational goals of the ECEC. According to the ECEC, it is imperative that children 
learn to behave and act considerately towards other people and learn to be empathetic 
toward them. Moreover, it emphasises the importance of raising children’s self-esteem, 
improving their positive thinking and attitudes towards others’, cultures, and environ-
ments. Furthermore, promoting autonomy and empowerment are highlighted in the 
goals, as they help children become responsible adults. The ECEC wishes to contrib-
ute to offering favourable circumstances in order to build a good society. (ECEC 2004, 
p.14.) 
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For our project, we focused on the ethical and aesthetic orientations of the ECEC, as 
our theme is supporting the moral development in young children. The main orientation 
used in our project is the ethical orientation, as it entails promoting values and norms, 
and the concepts of justice, respect, freedom, equality and truth, while taking every 
child’s individual development into account. On the other hand, facilitators should also 
have the competences to deal with children’s negative feelings, such as guilt, fear, and 
anxiety by listening to them, empathize and make them feel safe. In order to promote 
the ethical orientation, the educator has to raise questions of right and wrong, truth and 
lie, and good and bad. (ECEC 2004, p.14.) 
 
Furthermore, we included an art session at the end of our project, in order to give the 
children the possibility to express their emotions, imagination, creativity and thoughts 
about the stories and their moral questions. Moreover, we wanted to observe how well 
and what the children remembered from the stories, and what impact they had on 
them. To remember the stories and to decide on what was the most important part for 
oneself gives the children the opportunity to reflect on the stories, the moral questions 
and their feelings about it. Therefore, we aimed to help the children develop and 
strengthen their values and their moral thinking.  
 
We hope that the stories read and the questions asked during our session will help the 
children relate to real life situations and so support the ethical and aesthetic orientation 
at the kindergarten.  
 
3.2 Moral psychology and moral development of children 
 
The theories we used are based on moral psychology and preventative social peda-
gogy. When applied to children, the latter mainly focuses on intervention with the aim to 
get all children off to a good start in life (Stephens 2013, p. 66). 
 
Prevention is better than cure. Preventative social pedagogy work with children mainly 
focuses on intervention whose aim is to get all children off to a good start in life. Simi-
larly, the provision of universal kindergarten care and education promotes all round 
positive development including cognitive achievement, sociability and concentration. 
(Stephens 2013, p. 66.) 
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In order to familiarise ourselves with the topic, we researched moral development and 
less extensively character education. Character education is a term used to describe 
the education of children in matters such as morals, good behaviour, social skills, etc. 
Moral education and reasoning is a part of character education. According to Santrock 
(2009, p. 385) moral development involves changes in thoughts, feelings and behav-
iour regarding standards of right and wrong. Moral thought and feeling are the areas 
we focused on, as our project is enhancing the moral learning from stories. During 
these storytelling sessions, the children were asked about their thoughts and feelings.  
 
While studying about moral development, we encountered theories from Jean Piaget 
and Lawrence Kohlberg, and a Social Pedagogical concept from Lev Vygotsky.  
 
3.2.1 Piaget’s theory of cognitive development 
 
Jean Piaget (1896 - 1980), a Swiss psychologist, is famous for his theory of cognitive 
development of children. According to Piaget, children learn and gain knowledge 
through action. He states that infants acquire knowledge through doing and direct mo-
tor behaviour, and not through facts communicated by adults, nor by sensations or per-
ceptions. (Feldman 2012, p. 162.)  
 
Piaget bases his theory of development on a stage approach, whereby he suggests 
that children go through a series of four universal stages. These stages occur in a fixed 
order, starting from birth to adolescence, and are named: sensorimotor, preoperational, 
concrete operational and formal operational. The transition from one stage to the next 
occurs when a child reaches a suitable level physical maturation, and is at the same 
time exposed to appropriate experiences. (Feldman 2012, p. 163.) As the children par-
ticipating in our story sessions are in the preoperational stage, we will focus on that 
stage.  
 
According to Piaget, the preoperational stage lasts from two to seven years of age. It is 
the time when children become more capable of symbolic thinking, using concepts, and 
when mental reasoning develops. Symbolic thinking is one of the most important de-
velopments during the preoperational stage, as it allows children to use a mental im-
age, a word, or an object to function as or represent something that is not actually pre-
sent. (Feldman 2012, p. 169.) When applied to our project, this means that children are 
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able to relate to a storybook character and his behaviour. Moreover, the children are 
able to connect the events and characters of the book to real life experiences. 
 
Furthermore, Piaget emphasised the importance of language. He states that cognitive 
development is the foundation for language ability during the preoperational stage. This 
is important because language gives the children the opportunity to think beyond the 
present to the future. Subsequently, children are able to imagine future possibilities, 
such as detailed fantasies and daydreams, through language. (Feldman 2012, p. 169.) 
This connects to our project, as the children in our group are able to think about the 
consequences of the characters’ actions, and tell us their opinions and ideas about it. 
Furthermore, they can imagine how the world would be like if the characters do not 
change their behaviours. For example, in one of our storytelling session, we used a 
book called ‘The last tiger’ by Rebecca Elliott, in which the world is bare, the natural 
environment is non-existing, and almost all animals, except humans and one tiger, 
have disappeared. At the end of the story, people will find a beautiful garden filled with 
different animals and nature, and remember how much nicer it was before the world 
became grey. Feldman (2012, p. 169) states that according to Piaget’s theory of cogni-
tive development, children at the age of five to six should be able to connect the story 
to real life experiences, such as hearing about the extinction of species, the destruction 
of forests, etc. Moreover, they should be able to think about possible future conse-
quences of their own actions, such as recycling compared to throwing rubbish every-
where. 
 
3.2.1.1 Moral development 
 
Piaget views the subject of moral development as an extension of his theory of cogni-
tive development. As Piaget was interested if children already have the same under-
standing of morals as adults do, he observed and interviewed children from the age of 
four to twelve. The children were asked questions about ethical issues such as justice, 
theft, lies, and punishment. (Santrock, 2009, p. 385.) After analysing the answers, Pia-
get concluded that the moral judgement of children passes through three distinct stag-
es similar to the stages of intellectual development (Cohen 2002, p. 78). 
 
The first stage, called ‘heteronomous morality’, lasts from four to seven years of age. 
During this stage, children think of justice and rules as unchangeable properties of the 
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world and judge rightness or goodness from considering its consequences, not the 
intention of the actor. (Santrock, 2009, p. 385.) The children participating in our story 
sessions are in this stage, as they are five-to-six-years-old. We think that it is important 
to know in which stage of moral development the children should be, in order to choose 
our stories and ask the right questions. By doing so, we can help the children to pro-
gress and eventually reach the next stage. This connects with the social pedagogical 
concept of the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’. 
 
The transition to the second stage in the development of moral development, ‘incipient 
cooperation stage’, occurs at the age of seven and lasts until the age of ten. During this 
stage, children’s games become obviously more social. They learn and understand the 
proper rules of games, and play accordingly. They see the rules of games and hence 
other situations and actions as fixed. (Feldman 2012, p. 353.) 
 
The third stage is called ‘autonomous cooperation stage’ (Feldman 2012, p. 169). Chil-
dren from the age of ten upwards usually have autonomous morality, which means that 
they know the rules and laws of society, are able to judge, and that they take into ac-
count the consequences as well as the intentions of people (Santrock, 2009, p. 385). 
Children in this stage understand as well that laws are formed by people and that they 
can be changed depending on the will of people. This sense of morality will develop 
further into more refined forms of moral development, as the children become older. 
(Feldman 2012, p. 353.) Piaget states that at the age of about ten the child becomes a 
moral being and is able to judge whether rules are right or wrong, or even make sense. 
Further, he argues, that intellect precedes ethics. (Cohen 2002, p. 79.) 
 
3.2.1.1.1 Conceptions of justice 
 
Piaget was also very interested in children’s conceptions of justice, and their attitude to 
lies. Adults usually judge actions by people’s intention and motivation. Therefore, it is 
interesting that Piaget discovered during his research that three-to-four-year-old chil-
dren were solely interested in quantity, and not in the consequences of actions or moti-
vation behind actions. For example, young children thought it would be worse to break 
five glasses than to break one. However, it did not matter to them whether you broke 
the glasses intentionally or by accident. According to Piaget, the understanding that 
intentions and motivation behind actions are essential only appears at the age of about 
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seven to eight. (Cohen 2002, p. 80.) This was important to keep in mind during our 
story sessions, so that we did not expect the children to reason on a more advanced 
level. However, in order to reach the next level of moral reasoning, children need to be 
offered challenging dilemmas. We have therefore included some questions about inten-
tion in our sessions, and hoped that they would spark a discussion between the chil-
dren. 
 
Another focus of Piaget’s research was children’s attitudes to lies. He argues that at 
the age of three to four children simply see lying as something which is forbidden. 
However, at the age of five, children understand that a lie is something that is not true, 
but do not yet take the reason or intention for the lie into account. Furthermore, they 
think that a lie is bigger the further it is away from the truth. For example, if you tell a 
five-year-old child that you will visit on Monday, but do not show up until Wednesday, it 
is a bigger lie than if you would show up on Tuesday. Moreover, it does not matter to 
the child if e.g. your car broke down or if you simply forgot the meeting. It is only 
around the age of nine, that children understand that the intentions of a lie are an im-
portant factor. They understand then, that it can be acceptable to lie, if someone lies in 
order not to hurt anyone or to be moral. (Cohen 2002, p. 80.) 
 
In conclusion, Piaget formulated two slightly different interpretations of his research 
results. The first and weaker interpretation is that the moral and intellectual develop-
ment of children evolve in parallel, whereas the second and stronger interpretation 
suggests that the moral development is determined by the intellectual development. 
(Cohen 2002, p. 80.)  
 
Piaget’s work had a great amount of influence on other psychologists and researchers, 
especially on Lawrence Kohlberg, who built on Piaget’s work and developed a connect-
ing theory (Cohen 2002, p. 81). 
 
3.2.2 Kohlberg and the Stages of Moral development 
 
Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is based on Piaget’s theory, but 
takes it further and suggests that there are three universal levels containing six stages 
of moral development. Kohlberg based his theory on Piaget’s work and on his own re-
search, in which he presented children with moral dilemmas and interviewed them. 
(Santrock 2009, p. 386.) Kohlberg agrees with Piaget that the level and stage of moral 
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reasoning a child reaches depends on his, or her, cognitive development (Cohen 2002, 
p. 82). 
 
Kohlberg’s theory of moral development includes six stages, and explained that in or-
der to advance from one stage to another, children need to feel conflicted about their 
moral reasoning when compared to someone elder´s moral reasoning. Furthermore, 
they need to be provided with opportunities to take other people’s perspectives. 
(Santrock, 2009, p. 386.)  
 
There are three levels containing six stages of moral development. The first level ‘The 
Pre-conventional level’ applies to five-to-six-year-old children, therefore we will focus 
on that level and its stages. (Santrock, 2009, p. 386.) 
 
Kohlberg (1981, p. 17) states that “at the Pre-conventional level the child is responsive 
to cultural rules and labels of good and bad, right or wrong, but interprets these labels 
in terms of either the physical or the hedonistic consequences of action (punishment, 
reward, exchange, or favours) or in terms of the physical power of those who enunciate 
the rules and labels.” The Pre-conventional level contains two stages. The first one is 
called ‘The Punishment and Obedience Orientation’, in which children understand an 
action’s goodness or badness in terms of tangible consequences, such as punishment. 
Moreover, children in this stage believe that authorities are in charge and unquestiona-
ble. (Kohlberg 1981, p. 17.) Therefore, not being punished means the action was right. 
Children in this stage would state that it is wrong to, for example, steal something, be-
cause it is against the law and the police will punish you. 
 
The second stage ‘Instrumental Relativist Orientation’ defines that the “right action 
consists of that which instrumentally satisfies one’s needs and occasionally the needs 
of others” (Kohlberg 1981, p. 18). Children in this stage view relations in terms of trade. 
If someone treats them nicely, they will reciprocate the action. The same counts for bad 
behaviour. (Kohlberg 1981, p. 18.) 
 
Children in the second stage of the pre-conventional level think in a more egocentric 
manner, ergo about the consequences and benefits for themselves. The reason behind 
your actions can justify your behaviour. (Cohen 2002, p. 82.) For example, a child in 
that stage might think that it is not wrong to steal a toy if she, or he, really wants it, or to 
treat someone badly if they have treated you badly.  
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The second level is the ‘Conventional level’ and contains the stages three ‘The Inter-
personal Concordance or “Good Boy-Nice Girl” Orientation’ and four ‘Society Maintain-
ing Orientation’. People at this level aim to fulfill the expectations of their family, friends 
or society. Fulfilling these expectations is the right thing to do, no matter what the con-
sequences will be. (Kohlberg 1981, p. 18.) 
 
The third level is called the ‘Post-Conventional level and contains the last two stages 
‘The Social Contract Orientation’ and ‘The Universal Ethical Principle Orientation’. 
People at this level have defined their own moral values and principles, which are valid 
even apart from the authority of society. (Kohlberg 1981, p. 18) 
 
We have used Kohlberg’s theory for our project, as it explains different stages of moral 
development. Also, Kohlberg told stories to children and interviewed them about their 
thoughts and feelings about them. We planned to do the same, however in a different 
way by reading storybooks with ‘moral lessons’ to the children and reflect with them 
about those. For our project, we only used the first level and its two stages, as they are 
the only ones applicable to five-to-six-year-old children. The last two levels and their 
stages are not relevant in our project, as they only appear in older children and adults. 
 
3.3 Social Pedagogy 
3.3.1 Vygotsky and the Zone of Proximal Development 
 
Lev Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ is a social pedagogical concept, which 
states that “learning is most successful in a social context, meaning that people learn 
more and develop further when they are supported by somebody who is more ad-
vanced in a certain area and functions as their mentor (or pedagogue)” (ThemPra So-
cial Pedagogy, 2013). Vygotsky’s social pedagogical concept explains that there are 
two levels next to the Zone of Proximal Development: the ‘lower limit’, which is reached 
by children working independently, and the ‘upper limit’, which is the level and higher 
responsibility a child can reach with the help of a capable mentor (Santrock 2009, p. 
200). Therefore, in the zone of proximal development, the instructor assists the child to 
use his or her developing cognitive skills to reach the upper limit and therefore his, or 
her, potential skill. 
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Furthermore, Feldman (2012, p. 184) suggest that although two children might be able 
to attain the same level of skills without help, one child might improve his, or her, skills 
considerably more when receiving assistance, than the other child who does not re-
ceive any help. 
 
We have used the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ in our project when reading the 
storybooks and interviewing the children. By supporting them to develop their moral 
understanding better, we hope that it will empower them and help them to eventually 
reach the upper limit. 
 
We have used the aforementioned theories and concepts in our project and hoped to 
find out more about moral development and how stories can assist in it. In our opinion, 
this is very important, as we think that childhood is the basis to become a well-
balanced and moral adult. During childhood, everything we experience and learn will 
have a lasting impact on us adults, including the understanding of what is right and 
wrong. If children do not learn empathy from adults and through narrative, they will be 
likely to grow up with having less empathy for others than they would have with adult 
guidance. Therefore, it is essential that people already learn about their own and oth-
er’s feelings and what is right and wrong during their childhood. 
 
3.4 Stories as a way of learning  
 
Storytelling can be a tool for balancing the different needs of moral education. There is 
a need for moral education, and the majority of parents believe that educators should 
provide moral guidance. However, educators are often reluctant to support their pupils 
morally, due to their fear of interfering with the families’ values and the controversy 
regarding moral opinions. (Smith & Habenicht 1993, p. 541.) 
 
Smith and Habenicht (1993, p. 541) explain that educators often want to apply moral 
education, but are not sure on how to do it. They suggest that therefore, educators 
should use the old method of storytelling for moral education. The reason behind this is 
that stories increase empathetic understanding, provide children with many different 
scenarios, help children to make sense of the world, and in addition to that work on the 
unconscious. (Smith & Habenicht 1993, p. 541.) Furthermore, Smith and Habenicht 
(1993, p. 541) state that “guided discussion groups following the story foster the demo-
cratic process while becoming the mechanism for growth in moral reasoning. “ 
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A widely used approach to support moral education was the cognitive developmental 
approach based on the theories of Piaget and Kohlberg. As mentioned earlier (in chap-
ters 3.2.1 and 3.2.2), Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories state that some values are bet-
ter than others, and that through the continuous cognitive development of children, they 
are able to develop more advanced approaches of moral reasoning. (Smith & 
Habenicht 1993, p. 542.) Educators can apply this method and present the children 
with a moral dilemma in a story, whereby they reflect and discuss the moral issue. This 
“exposure to a higher level of reasoning creates a cognitive disequilibrium that encour-
ages development” (Smith & Habenicht 1993, p. 542). 
 
Moreover, the ECEC (2004, p. 18) states the importance of language and explains that 
stories and play are essential for children’s language skills and world view. 
 
Language also plays an important part in our project, as it offers children the possibility 
to think not only of the present, but of the future too. Language enables children to im-
agine detailed fantasies and future possibilities, which helps them to think about con-
sequences of actions (Feldman 2012, p. 169). Hence, by listening to, reflecting and 
discussing about the stories, the children participating in our project are able to identify 
with the characters and apply their knowledge of actions and their consequences to 
real life. 
3.4.1 Advantages of stories 
 
Listening to stories helps children to develop their thinking skills and supports their so-
cial, emotional and moral development, while engaging in a fun and exciting activity. 
Furthermore, listening to stories can also contribute to a good atmosphere within the 
group. (Fox-Eades 2005, p. 12.) 
 
Stories engage the imagination of children and help them to understand and go 
through everyday moral concepts and questions. Aram and Aviram (2009) state that it 
“is important to choose books whose characters and relationships are psychologically 
convincing, and allow the child to identify and stimulate the child emotionally”. Moreo-
ver, they emphasised on discussing shared stories and related issues which arise while 
reading them, and hope that educators will use books to support children’s learning 
about emotions (Aram & Aviram 2009). 
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In addition to this, “storytelling aids in the development of children’s ability to interpret 
and understand events beyond their immediate experiences. Children’s perception 
changes as they make it real and identify with the story on a personal level.” (Davies  
2007, p. 4.) When being told in a safe environment, such as a kindergarten, moral sto-
ries are great tools to support children in developing their empathy, social and interper-
sonal development (Davies  2007, p. 4). 
 
Moreover, stories present children with a wide range of emotions and situations. By 
doing so, stories help children understand that others, such as the characters in the 
story, have the same feelings as they do. Furthermore, the children learn that it is fine 
to feel a certain way, and that problems and bad feelings can be overcome in time. 
(Fox-Eades 2005, p. 37.) 
 
Storytelling also supports children of all ages to develop new ideas and spark thinking 
outside the box. In addition, “open-minded storytelling allows children’s creativity to 
emerge so that they will be better prepared to solve social problems in the future.” 
(Eder & Cajete 2010, p. 124.) According to Merriam-Webster (2014), open-ended 
means “able to change : not ending in a certain way or on a certain date and allowing 
people to talk in a way that is not planned or controlled”. Therefore, an open-ended 
story does not have a fixed ending, but instead leaves the listener to anticipate the out-
come. Moreover, open-ended stories can contain many messages and meanings, 
which help to produce an interesting discussion (Eder & Cajete 2010, p. 19). 
 
Furthermore, stories can help children to connect with their own cultural identities and 
to understand the ones of others (Eder & Cajete 2010, p. 18). 
 
4 The thesis project 
 
4.1 Functional thesis project 
 
Our thesis subject is ‘Supporting moral development in early childhood through story-
books’. Our aim is to improve on the practice of storytelling in order to support the mor-
al education in our working life partner’s kindergarten. Storybooks were the tools to 
support the moral education of the young children participating in our story sessions. 
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Our improvement consisted of a reflection and discussion session, which gave the chil-
dren the opportunity to think about the story and share their opinions and views with 
their peers. We hope that our functional thesis project will be of use to the kindergarten 
teachers and the children. 
 
While conducting our study in the kindergarten, we used Vygotsky’s social pedagogical 
concept of ‘Zone of Proximal development’ and kept the different moral stages of Kohl-
berg’s and Piaget’s theories in mind. After conducting our study in the kindergarten, we 
used the theories again to evaluate our results and to come up with a conclusion on 
how to support moral development in story telling sessions. 
 
4.2 Plan 
 
We aimed to enhance the moral learning from storybooks by taking enough time to 
read the stories, and to reflect on them through discussion and drawing. We worked 
with a small group of six to ten children, as this means more opportunity for the children 
to concentrate and participate. 
 
After familiarising ourselves with the theoretical background, we began our study at the 
kindergarten. Storybooks containing a moral lesson or dilemma were our main tools, so 
therefore we had to be conscious of which stories to choose. After carefully considering 
the moral theories and development, storybooks containing moral lessons were cho-
sen. It was important to choose storybooks containing moral lessons, as those stories 
let the children go through moral concepts and questions without experiencing them in 
real life. Therefore, the children gained the opportunity to think about moral dilemmas 
safely and about how they would decide to react in real life. Furthermore, moral stories 
help the children to develop their empathy and understanding of others. 
 
Other tools needed for our project were materials, such as paper, markers and pens for 
our reflection and discussion sessions and the art session, which was our final evalua-
tion. Adding to this, we as facilitators were also tools, as we used our voices, commu-
nication and interaction skills, and our knowledge about early childhood development. 
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4.2.1 Sessions 
 
The sessions were held from March to April every week for five weeks on Friday morn-
ing at nine thirty to ten am. The thirty-minute sessions included the storytelling and re-
flection session, and were held in between two activities. 
 
During the sessions, one student read the stories to the children, whereas the other 
student observed the children and took notes. Therefore, we were observing and at the 
same time participating. There were six to ten children in the group, depending on the 
day, and we planned to have thirty minute sessions with them. Furthermore, we in-
tended to be in charge of the group and the sessions. 
 
We planned to have five sessions with the children. The books used in the sessions all 
had different moral themes, such as respect and caring for the nature and animals, 
respecting other’s property, friendship and loyalty, and accepting and respecting peo-
ple’s differences. The use of different moral themes was very important, as it gave the 
children the opportunity to hear about different moral problems and questions, and the 
possible solutions to those. This means that the children were able to think about a 
different moral dilemma every week and engage in a discussion with their peers about 
it. Furthermore, they might have been introduced to new moral problems and solutions, 
or have shared their knowledge on a particular moral theme with their peers. 
 
We first asked the children how they felt about a certain moral problem, such as steal-
ing. For example, we asked them ‘What is stealing?’ and ‘What do you think about it?’ 
and noted their answers. Then we read a story to them, with a moral ‘lesson’ in it, and 
asked them similar plus different questions again. Therefore, asking the children these 
kinds of questions, we hoped to understand and support their moral thinking better. 
Furthermore, we planned to have a fifth session with the children during which they 
could draw how they felt about the story.  
 
4.2.1.1 Objectives of the sessions 
 
Our main objective for the sessions was that the children in the group gain the oppor-
tunity to develop and advance their moral thinking and understanding. Furthermore, we 
aimed to introduce a specific moral dilemma each week. This helped the children to 
think about different moral issues and advance their thinking on the given theme with-
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out frightening them or making them feel uncomfortable. Adding to this, our goal was to 
give the children in the group the opportunity to reflect on the story and to think about 
how it relates to real life. Reflection and discussion with their peers was also one of our 
objectives. Moreover, we aimed at the children being able to identify with the stories’ 
characters and to raise their own ideas and feelings. 
 
Furthermore, we intended to support the ethical and aesthetical orientations of the 
ECEC. We planned to do this by giving the children the possibility go through new ex-
periences by observing, listening and participating in the sessions. 
 
Our personal objectives for the project were to learn how to plan and execute a long-
term project and to gain experience in applying concepts and theories in practice. Fur-
thermore, we aimed to gain more skills in how to cooperate with children and how to 
motivate their interest and participation. 
 
4.2.1.1.1 Session 1: Respect and caring for nature and animals 
 
The theme of the first session was ‘Nature, Animals and Environment’. Therefore we 
chose the book ‘The last tiger’ by Rebecca Elliott. The story tells the tale of a little boy 
who lives in a devastated world destroyed by humans, with no nature or other crea-
tures around. He then meets the last tiger, who was hiding from humans, and discovers 
a beautiful hidden green world full of flowers, clean air and animals. After some adven-
tures, the boy and the tiger show this world to the other humans, which are very sur-
prised and happy. They all decide that they once again want to live in a world where 
nature has its place, and start to live in a sustainable and environmentally friendlier 
way. The moral of the story is that if humans continue to neglect their responsibility of 
caring about and protecting nature and animals, the devastated world in the story could 
be our future. However, the story also gives hope, as it shows how we can prevent this 
from happening.  
 
We chose this story in order to enlighten the children about the environment and en-
dangered animals and their importance for our planet, including humans. Our aims for 
the children were that they learn about nature and behaving responsibly to protect it, to 
learn about the consequences of actions, and to nurture their empathy for living beings. 
21 
 
We also hoped that the children would use their imagination and be able to connect the 
events in the story to real life events. 
 
4.2.1.1.2 Session 2: Respecting others and their property 
  
The second session’s theme was ‘Respecting others’ property and be content with 
what you have’. To fit the theme, we chose the book ‘The Greedy Dog’, which is the 
retelling by Alex Frith of a classis Aesop fable. The story starts with a hungry, but not 
starving, dog walking on a street. He decides to steal a bone from the market and runs 
away with it. He is happy with his catch until he comes to a lake in which he sees his 
reflection. He thinks that his reflection is another dog with a bigger bone than his own. 
He’s becoming even greedier and tries to steal the ‘other dog’s’ bone. However, as he 
was only seeing his own reflection, he doesn’t get a bigger bone and even drops his 
own into the lake. He is left with nothing. The moral of the story is to not steal and not 
to be greedy.  
 
Our aim for the second session was to communicate the importance of respecting oth-
ers’ property to the children. Moreover, we wanted the children to learn how to appreci-
ate what they have. Furthermore, we wished the children to think about possible con-
sequences of actions and to give them the possibility to think and understand about 
right and wrong. Adding to this, we also wanted the children to talk about stealing with-
out making them feel guilty, in case they have taken something without permission. 
They had the opportunity to identify with the character in the book and talk about their 
experiences and opinions without involving themselves in it.  
 
4.2.1.1.3 Session 3: Friendship and inclusion 
 
The theme of the third session was friendship and inclusion. The book used was ‘Three 
friends together’ by Hiawyn Oram, as it is about friendship and how neglecting friends 
can affect it. The story is quite simple, but gave the children a good opportunity to dis-
cuss friendship and to learn to understand how others feel when they are being ex-
cluded. The story’s main characters are three friends, a penguin, a seal, and a whale. 
First, the penguin played with the seal and left the whale aside. Then the penguin 
played only with the whale while ignoring the seal. Last but not least, the whale and the 
seal play together and do not invite the penguin. The penguin then asks his mother 
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what he should do and tells that he is sad. She explains, that he should just go to his 
friends and ask them if he can join. He does so, and they all apologise to each other for 
ignoring the others, and promise not to do this again. They all play happily together. 
 
The children liked the story, although they already knew it. Therefore, they were a bit 
restless. However, they still participated, discussed and answered our questions. They 
also gained some new knowledge and ideas about the story, when we hinted at some 
parts they haven’t noticed.  
 
Our aim for the third session was to support the children’s empathy and in learning 
about other people’s feelings and that it is important to consider them. Furthermore, we 
wanted to promote the understanding of friendship and what it means to be left out. We 
also wished to show that self-esteem is important and that it is fine to ask other children 
to join them in an activity. Our objective was that the children think about their own ac-
tions and practice inclusion, and for the excluded to get the courage and confidence to 
join activities without fear. 
 
4.2.1.1.4 Session 4: Accepting and respecting people’s differences 
 
The theme of the fourth session was ‘Accept people’s differences, anti-bullying and 
having patience’. The book we used is the 'The Hare and the Tortoise’ by Aesop and 
retold by Mairi Mackiman. 
 
In this ancient story, a hare is boasting about his speed and bullies others, especially a 
turtle, as it is slow. The hare then challenges the turtle to a race, which the turtle ac-
cepts. Before the start of the race, the turtle’s friends support him, while the hare is 
continuing to show off. During the race, the hare is so arrogant to think that he can rest 
for a while and will still win. However, he falls asleep and when he wakes up, the turtle 
has already crossed the finish line and won. 
 
Our aims for this session were to help the children become aware of people’s differ-
ences and to promote to accept people the way they are. Further aims were to under-
stand that bullying is wrong and that patience is rewarded. We also wanted to give the 
children the possibility to empathise with the characters and to reflect on the charac-
ters’ and their own actions. Moreover, we promoted the children’s imagination and their 
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understanding of right and wrong. Adding to this, the children had the chance to real-
ise, understand and evaluate the differences of two characters’ behaviour and person-
alities. As always, our objective was that the children learn by listening, observing, and 
discussing and reflecting with their peers.  
 
4.2.1.1.5 Session 5: Art and reflection session 
 
The fifth and last session was an art and reflection session, during which the children 
can reflect on all of the stories we used. The books were: The last tiger, The Greedy 
Dog, Three friends together, and The Hare and the Tortoise.  
 
The aim of this art session was that the children were able to express their understand-
ing of the stories and emotions about them through creative methods. Furthermore, 
they were able to use their imagination through drawing and to express their individuali-
ty and identity. Moreover, they were able to choose their favourite story and their fa-
vourite part thereof and to express it in their own way and how they remembered it. 
They also gained new experiences by reflecting on the four stories and the moral is-
sues in them. The children also shared their drawings with their peers and were so able 
to reflect on their own ideas and understanding. 
 
Our professional objectives were to find out if the children remembered the stories and 
their moral dilemmas, and what impact they had on them. Furthermore, we aimed to 
understand how and what they remembered of the stories and if the events in the sto-
ries seemed important to them. 
 
4.2.1.2 Reflection and discussion 
 
An important part of learning through stories is the reflection and discussion after hear-
ing a story. By giving the children some time to reflect on the story, they gain the 
chance for personal judgment of the moral situation. They can form their own opinion 
and prepare to share it. (Smith & Habenicht 1993, p. 544.) Children are therefore able 
to discuss with each other and so learn from their peers. This is a very different ap-
proach from the usual storytelling sessions, in which the teacher provides the answers 
and the moral of the story to the children. We played the role of a silent listener after 
asking the questions to the children. When being asked by some children about our 
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opinions, we did not provide an answer to what is right and wrong. Instead, we moti-
vated them to discuss the question with each other and steered the conversation back 
to the main theme, when necessary. 
 
We gave the kindergarten group a short time to reflect, e.g. a half minute of silence, 
prior to the discussion. This should support the children to relax and therefore help to 
reason with an open mind and the ability to listen to others (Fox-Eades 2005, p. 25). 
 
After telling the story, we asked the children how they felt during the story, how the 
characters felt, if the characters and their actions were good or bad, and so on. This 
approach encourages children to start to view things from another person’s perspective 
in a gentle way. Fox-Eades (2005, p. 134) suggests that “working through stories in this 
way allows them to practice the art of ‘considering other minds’ in a neutral setting, 
when they are not personally involved.” In our opinion, practicing this skill through lis-
tening to stories and sharing their opinions will help the children to behave in a more 
empathetic way in real life situations. 
 
The storybooks we read to the children were in the fashion of ‘Aesop’s Fables’. Fables 
are short stories which introduce a specific moral and aim to teach a particular moral 
lesson to children. The moral is often revealed at the end of the story, which helps the 
children reflect on the behaviour of the characters. The topic and characters, often an-
thropomorphic creatures, of these fables often spark the interest of children of all ages. 
It is easy for children to identity with these characters, which in turn helps them to raise 
their own ideas and feelings (Eder & Cajete 2010, p. 19). Furthermore, the stories are 
quite short, so the children are able to concentrate throughout the story. 
 
We planned to collect and summarise the children’s feedback and our observations 
after every session. 
 
4.3 Implementation of the plan 
 
The implementation of our plan started with the first storytelling session in the kinder-
garten. We started the first session with an ‘icebreaking game’, in order to get know 
each other and to make the children feel comfortable around us. We sat in a circle and 
a comfortable position and threw a small ball to each of the children in turn. When hold-
ing the ball, they told their name, age, and their favourite animal.  
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Then we read the story and had a short silent ‘reflection time’ afterwards. Thereafter, 
we asked questions related to the story. Examples of the questions can be found in 
Appendix 1. The children willingly answered the questions, but were a bit restless due 
to a long circle time session with their teacher prior to the storytelling session. Further-
more, they already knew the story, and the student teachers were chatting next to them 
while we were having the session.  
 
However, the session went well for a first time trial. We are satisfied with how they re-
sponded, discussed, and shared their thoughts on the issues. Some children were 
more active and talkative than others, but we tried our best to involve everyone in the 
reflection by calling their names and asking them what they thought. The children liked 
the story and sharing their opinions with their peers and looked forward to the next 
time. This could be seen by the children’s responses and behaviour during the storytell-
ing and the reflection session. They listened intently and were excited to discuss the 
moral questions and share their opinions. We came to the conclusion that the teacher 
was positive about the story sessions, as she listened to the stories and gave us a 
good feedback. Moreover, she expressed her wish to continue with the reflection ses-
sions in the future. 
 
4.4 Evaluation of the activities 
4.4.1 Activities 
 
Throughout the project, the children were motivated to participate in the sessions and 
interested in the content. As facilitators we worked in a holistic way by taking every-
one’s opinion and ideas into account and by involving everyone in the discussion. Fur-
thermore, the children appeared to have gained more knowledge and understanding of 
moral reasoning.  
 
We succeeded in fulfilling our objectives, which were to give the children the opportuni-
ty to hear and think about a specific moral story and dilemma every week. The children 
also had the chance to reflect on the stories and dilemmas and to share and discuss 
their opinions and moral understanding with their peers. Reflecting and discussing the 
moral stories gave the children the opportunity to identify with the stories’ characters 
and relate the moral dilemmas to real life, and so advance their moral thinking and un-
26 
 
derstanding. The last session offered a means for the children to use and express their 
feelings and ideas through creativity and imagination. During the last session, we ob-
served that the children had been influenced by the stories, as they remembered them 
well after several weeks and were able to discuss the stories’ details. This was an im-
portant part of our project, as creativity and imagination promote learning. 
 
Our personal objectives were fulfilled, as we gained further knowledge and skills con-
cerning the moral and cognitive development of children and how to promote them. By 
observing and listening to the children, we were able to identify different reasoning abil-
ities. Furthermore, we enhanced our cooperation, dialogue, and planning skills, and 
learned how to use concepts and theories in practice. Moreover, we were able to assist 
the children in advancing their independent learning and thinking. 
 
All in all, the children cooperated well with us and seemed to enjoy the activities and 
we feel that the children benefited from our project. This was also evident in the teach-
ers’ and children’s positive feedback and interest. Therefore, it can be said that the 
activities were successful. 
 
4.4.2 Relation to theories 
 
Our project at the kindergarten was based on the theories of Jean Piaget and Law-
rence Kohlberg, the socio-pedagogical concept of ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ by 
Lev Vygotsky, as well as the ‘National Curriculum Guidelines on Early Childhood Edu-
cation and Care in Finland’.  
 
Therefore, we planned the sessions and chose the storybooks based on Kohlberg’s 
and Piaget’s cognitive and moral development theories. By reading and understanding 
the theories, we were able to recognize at what level and stage of moral development 
the children were supposed to be according to their age.  
 
4.4.2.1 Kohlberg’s stages of moral development 
 
We will first concentrate on analysing the answers in relation to Kohlberg’s theory of 
the ‘Stages of Moral Development’. During the first session, ‘The last Tiger’, we recog-
nised the first two stages of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. When being 
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asked the question ‘Why was Luka kind to the tiger?’ the children answered that it is 
good to help, because otherwise you don’t have friends. 
 
Here we can see that the children, who answered that Luka helped the tiger because 
otherwise he wouldn’t have friends, seem to be in the second stage (‘Instrumental Rel-
ativist Orientation’) of Kohlberg’s pre-conventional level. The children thought in an 
egocentric manner about the question and felt that the consequences and benefits for 
themselves are the main reason for helping. They projected themselves onto the char-
acter (Luka) and would have helped the tiger, because otherwise they wouldn’t have 
friends. 
 
This stands in stark contrast to the first stage of the pre-conventional level (‘The Pun-
ishment and Obedience Orientation’), in which children would help because of fear of 
punishment and to follow rules. Moreover, later stages also differ strongly from the 
second stage of the pre-conventional level, as which children would answer differently 
and less egocentrically. 
 
The second stage of Kohlberg’s pre-conventional level was more obvious in the second 
session ‘The Greedy Dog’. When being asked what they think about stealing, the chil-
dren answered that it is not nice. To the question ‘Why is it not nice?’ they gave differ-
ent answers: “People will think his friend stole it. Somebody could call the police. An 
innocent person could be caught by the police.”  
 
From the answer ‘Somebody could call the police’, we can see that that child was in the 
first stage of the pre-conventional level (‘The Punishment and Obedience Orientation’), 
as the answers implies fear of punishment and understanding that stealing is against 
the law.  
 
The answers ‘People will think his friend stole it’ and ‘An innocent person could be 
caught by the police’ imply that the children are in the second stage of the pre-
conventional level, as they are concerned about their friend or another innocent person 
being punished, which shows understanding of other’s needs. Furthermore, being pun-
ished for something you have not done is not a fair and reciprocal act. This suggests 
that the child already understands that his or her actions could not only have a bad 
effect on himself, but could lead to other people being hurt or punished, which in turn 
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can be reciprocated to the child itself. However, we have to keep in mind that the child 
is mainly concerned of his own satisfaction. 
 
The second stage was again prevalent in the fourth session ‘The Hare and the Tor-
toise’. When asked, if Harry, the hare, learnt anything from what happened, some of 
the children answered that he learned that he cannot tease others and be naughty to 
others. This shows that the children think that he lost because of his bad behaviour and 
attitude and if he would be better, he would have a chance to win. 
 
This correlates with the previous questions and answers. When asked which character 
they liked better, all the children said that they preferred Tom, the tortoise. Their rea-
sons were different, but most of the children said that they liked him because he was a 
good guy and does good deeds. Their answers also suggest that they think that Tom 
won the race, because he is a good person and that that was the right way. Of course, 
that is what the author hoped to suggest to the children. “When you do good things to 
others, good things happen to you too.” These answers clearly show that the children 
were in the second stage of the pre-conventional level ‘The Instrumental Relativist Ori-
entation’.  
 
4.4.2.2 Piaget’s theory of cognitive and moral development 
 
The following paragraphs will focus on the correlation of Piaget’s theories of cognitive 
and moral development and the children’s answers. Piaget (Feldman 2012, p. 169)          
argues, that language and thought are strongly connected, and that thought develops 
and advances together with the further acquisition of language. Moreover, language 
enables children to plan and reason about the future, not only the present.  
 
This reasoning could be seen during the first session ‘The last Tiger’. When the partici-
pating children were asked why everyone in the book was happy in the end, they re-
plied that “because the world looks much nicer than before” with a “garden, other ani-
mals, and a rainbow”. During the following discussion, the children explained that it is 
important to take care of animals and trees, and to live in a clean environment. When 
being asked about the consequences of not doing the previous things right, the chil-
dren said that the world would be dirty and look like the devastated world in the begin-
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ning of the book. This shows that they connected the real world with the story and that 
they were able to reason about or even plan for the future. 
 
During our second story session ‘The Greedy Dog’ we encountered another part of 
Piaget’s cognitive theory. Piaget (Feldman 2012, p. 172-173) suggests that children 
from the ages of four to seven use intuitive thought, which can be explained as a rudi-
mentary reasoning and enthusiastically aim to acquire knowledge about the world. Due 
to this intuitive thought, children believe that they have the right answers for everything, 
although there is often no logic behind their beliefs. This statements were clearly stand-
ing out when everyone insisted on their own opinion about stealing and the questions 
“What did the dog do? What do you think about that?” A debate broke out about which 
answer was right and if there can be any lenience towards stealing or not. Answers 
included “Yes, he didn’t have food”  “It is good to steal when you need food” “It’s okay 
to steal something if you need something” “No, it’s horrible” “Somebody will not like 
you” “You can’t steal anywhere” “Can’t steal on Christmas!” 
 
The same question “What did the dog do? What do you think about that?” and answers 
to it also brought to mind Piaget’s moral component of his theory. Piaget’s first moral 
stage, heteronomous morality, could be observed during the discussion of those ques-
tions, as the children were judging stealing by the consequences, and not the intention 
(Santrock, 2009, p. 385). Therefore, some children explained that if one needs food, 
stealing is fine, while others believed that one needs to stick to the rules and not steal 
no matter the reason. Moreover, some children were afraid of consequences such as 
that “somebody will not like you”, and therefore it’s wrong to steal. 
4.4.2.3 Zone of Proximal Development 
 
Furthermore, we used ‘ZPD’ during our sessions as a tool for learning and developing 
for the children. We observed ‘ZPD’ during the reflection and discussion sessions, 
when the more advanced children’s reasoning affected the children who were on a 
lower level of moral development. By hearing higher moral reasoning and understand-
ing, the children in the earlier stage of moral development, started viewing things in a 
different perspective. This encouraged them to participate, gain new insights and hear 
new opinions. It is quite possible that by listening or talking to more advanced moral 
thinkers, which places the children into ZPD, new thoughts and possibilities sparked. 
Vygotsky states in his theory of ‘ZPD’ that children can reach a higher level of skill with 
the help of a person more advanced in the particular skill. Therefore, by introducing 
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new ideas to children or by assisting them, they can reach his or her potential skills. 
(Santrock 2009, p. 200.) For example, in session 2 ‘The Greedy Dog’, we asked the 
children what the dog did and what they thought about his actions. Most children 
thought that stealing is a wrong act in any case. However, a child on a higher level of 
moral thinking introduced them to the idea, that stealing is not always wrong, such as if 
one is starving and steals food. This offered the children a new insight into a moral top-
ic and sparked a fruitful discussion. The children on the lower level of moral develop-
ment started thinking deeper about the topic and its moral implications. Moreover, by 
being challenged, they had the chance to form and defend their own opinion and to 
accept and try to understand other’s views. 
 
4.4.2.4 Educational orientations 
 
Our project followed the Educational goals and orientations of the ‘National Curriculum 
Guidelines on Early Childhood Education and Care in Finland’, in particular the ethical 
orientation, and in a lesser degree the aesthetic orientation. Therefore, we aimed to 
promote values and norms to the children. We did this by reading stories containing 
moral dilemmas and by raising questions of right and wrong, and truth and lie. Fur-
thermore, we took every child’s individual development into account and promoted their 
self-esteem and freedom of speech. Moreover, we helped the children understand dif-
ferent concepts, such as justice, equality, freedom, and respect, and made the children 
feel safe by listening and respecting them. (ECEC 2004, p. 14.) Adding to this, the chil-
dren hopefully developed values and opinions of their own.  
 
The last session supported the aesthetic orientation, which includes imagination, intui-
tion, creativity, feeling, and observation. The objective of that session was to let the 
children explore and express their personal feelings, personality, harmony, priorities, 
and imagination. (ECEC 2004, p.14.) For example, when drawing scenes from session 
one ‘The last tiger’, the children expressed their feelings through their art and by ex-
plaining to us what they drew and their thoughts regarding the picture. One child paint-
ed the tiger in a cage, and explained that sadness and loneliness of the tiger and the 
reason of those. The reasons were a lack of friends and the imprisonment in the cage. 
From this example, we see that the sadness and loneliness had impacted the child’s 
feelings and had awakened new understanding. On the other hand, another child 
painted a beautiful and happy scene, in which the boy helps the tiger and they become 
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friends. Moreover, she drew herself being friends with the tiger. This shows that she 
experienced feelings of harmony and joy. We hope that by reflecting and drawing the 
most remembered scenes, the children strengthen their moral thinking and understand-
ing. 
 
All in all, we are confident that we followed the theories and concepts, and promoted 
ethical thinking through storytelling and reflection.  
 
4.5 Ethics 
 
“All research involving human participants must be conducted in a manner that re-
spects the dignity, safety and rights of research participants and that recognizes the 
responsibilities of researchers” (WHO, 2009). 
 
Throughout our project at the kindergarten, we respected the WHO’s (World Health 
Organisation) guidelines for research and followed ‘The Ethical Guidelines for Social 
Welfare Professionals’ (Talentia 2007) by the Talentia Union of Professional Social 
Workers. The Guidelines specify four principles that need to be followed in social wel-
fare work. During our project we respected all of the four principles, starting with the 
‘right to self-determination’, which states that social workers should promote and re-
spect everyone’s right to have their own opinions and take their own decisions, if they 
are not hurting other people’s rights. (Talentia 2007, p.8.) 
 
The second principle is the right to participation, which means that social workers 
should encourage the participation of their clients and empower them by doing so. The 
right to be treated as a whole also played an important part in our project, as we took 
into account the children’s individuality. (Talentia 2007, p.8.) 
 
The fourth principle, the ‘right to privacy’ was taken seriously throughout our thesis pro-
ject, as we respected the children’s privacy by not using any kindergarten children’s 
names or mention something with which they could be identified with, such as their 
appearance (Talentia 2007, p. 8). 
 
Following the principles, we introduced our project to the kindergarten staff in detail and 
the basics of it to the children. Moreover, we asked the kindergarten staff to inform the 
parents about our storytelling sessions. Throughout our project at the kindergarten, we 
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respected the children’s and the teachers’ opinions. Therefore, we complied with the 
schedules given to us by the kindergarten staff and respected their programme. 
 
Adding to this, we took every child and their individual personality into account, let eve-
ry child express their opinion, and encouraged participation. Participation has been 
voluntary and the children were free to not join the session or to be quiet during the 
question sessions. Furthermore, we treated all opinions and ideas as equal and let the 
children conclude on their own on which answers were right or wrong. 
 
5 Conclusion 
 
All in all, we are satisfied with our thesis project and the way it worked out. The thesis, 
including the project, required a strong theoretical background and consistent planning. 
Moreover, getting acquainted with the theories of Lawrence Kohlberg and Jean Piaget, 
including the stages of child development, helped us to better understand the behav-
iour and thinking of children in general, and especially of our participants.  
 
Our functional thesis provides a good introduction on how children process information 
and are able to learn and advance in their moral development by listening to ethical 
stories and by reflecting with their peers. The difference in our project compared to the 
standard storytelling sessions was the active participation of the children. Furthermore, 
we did not provide them with the ‘right’ answers, but instead let them find it out by 
thinking about the moral dilemmas, and through reflection and discussion with each 
other.  
 
The main tools which allowed the learning to be effective and the moral development to 
progress easier, were storybooks containing moral questions and issues. Moreover, 
the books used in our project were brief enough for the children to concentrate and 
remember the details, but not too short to be inappropriate for the age of the children. 
Adding to that, the books contained good and colourful pictures that attracted the chil-
dren’s attention. The pictures also carried the feelings of the story characters over to 
the children and helped them relate to the characters. Furthermore, the main charac-
ters in the books were animals, which helped the children understand that not only hu-
mans have feelings. The characters being animals also supported the neutrality be-
tween boys and girls. 
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We are glad, that we chose the Finnish-American Kindergarten in Kamppi as our work-
ing life partner. The staff was very helpful and cooperative, and helped us to fulfil our 
project by introducing us to the children and assisting us during the sessions. The chil-
dren were talkative and interested in our project, which helped and motivated us fur-
ther, and the environment was comfortable and relaxing. Moreover, it was excellent 
that the children had good English skills and were so able to participate in the project 
and converse with us. On the other hand, the timing of the sessions could have been 
more suitable, as our sessions often started too late due to other programme arrange-
ments. Therefore, the children were sometimes tired of sitting and listening to our story, 
if they already sat down earlier for another programme session. The kindergarten staff 
suggested better times in case of a future project, but were unable to offer us those 
times for our sessions. Working together with the children and the kindergarten teach-
ers also improved our team work skills and professional competences. 
 
All things considered, the children benefited from our activities. This was also evident in 
the children’s and the teachers’ positive feedback. However, the activities could have 
been more versatile, if we would have had more time to explore other methods, such 
as a puppet show, shadow theatre, role play, etc. Nevertheless we appreciate the op-
portunity to learn and to gain more skills in organising activities and documenting them. 
Furthermore, we are glad that the children gained new ideas and enjoyed our activities. 
 
The outcomes of our project are very interesting, as they show the connection between 
the theories and real life. The theories helped us to choose the right stories and the 
right questions for the specific age group. We succeeded in finding out the moral stag-
es of the children in our project group. This in turn, helped us to ask the right questions, 
to motivate discussion between the children and to assist them in gaining new ideas 
and moral views.  
 
By observing our project, the kindergarten teachers experienced different and more 
versatile story sessions and answers from the children. We hope that they will take the 
stages of moral development of the children in their care into consideration and so fur-
ther assist the children in their moral development.  
 
The success of our project can especially be seen when looking at the outcomes of the 
last session, the ‘art and reflection’ session. Here we could see that the children re-
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membered the stories and their moral dilemmas weeks later. This shows, that their 
moral thinking and questioning has been sparked when listening to the stories and dis-
cussing their opinions and ideas with their peers.  
 
Concerning our professional competences, we feel that we have gained new skills and 
ideas of how to relate to children and early childhood educators. Moreover, we became 
more aware of the moral and cognitive development of young children and gained 
more skills on how support it. Based on the theories we applied, we were able to rec-
ognise different moral reasoning abilities of our participants. Furthermore, we under-
stood the importance of the 'Zone of Proximal Development’, whereby educators or 
more morally advanced peers support children in advancing their learning and thinking. 
 
All in all, we feel that our project was successful and that we introduced a model of 
storytelling session, which support the moral learning into the kindergarten group of 
five-to-six-year-old children. The kindergarten staff and children appreciated the new 
format of story time reflection, as they noticed its benefits of advancing moral thinking 
and learning from peer discussion. We hope that kindergarten teachers and other 
childcare professionals will find our project useful and perhaps apply our format. More-
over, we would appreciate if students or researchers could develop our project further, 
such as creating more creative methods or researching the connection between moral 
development and storytelling deeper. Furthermore, we hope that our thesis will bring 
awareness to the need of moral education for a functioning and a just society, especial-
ly to early childhood educators and guardians, as they have the power to influence the 
behaviour and thinking of future generations. 
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Questions and answers of the storytelling sessions 
 
First session 07.03.2014 
 
Book: The last tiger by Rebecca Elliott 
 
Pre-question: What is your favourite animal?  
 
Questions and answers:  
 
1. Why was Luka sad in the beginning?  
There was no trees nor animals. There were no trees or flower. No friends. The 
world cannot look nice (without nature). He cannot play hide and seek with ani-
mals. 
 
2. Why was Luka kind to the tiger? 
It’s good to help. The tiger couldn’t take it (the tin can) of himself. Because oth-
erwise you don’t have friends. 
 
3. Why was everybody happy in the end?  
There was some garden, other animals and there was a rainbow. World looks 
much nicer than before.  
 
4. How did the tiger feel to be in the cage? 
Sad again! Alone. Lonely. Sad. 
 
5. Which place would you like to live in? The one in the beginning or the one in the 
end? Everyone answered: The one in the end.  
Reasons: There was some grass and rainbow. There was no rubbish. 
 
6. Why is it important that there is no rubbish?  
So it’s clean.  
 
7. Why was the tiger lonely? 
He was the last. Nobody was with him. He was without friends.  
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Second session 14.03.2014 
 
Book: The Greedy Dog by Aesop, retold by Alex Frith, and illustrated by Francesca di 
Chiara 
 
Ice-breaking game: When holding the ball, they can tell their name (we try to guess), 
and what is their favourite toy. 
 
Pre-questions:  
 
1. What is stealing? 
To take something without asking or sneakily. 
 
2. What do you think about stealing?  
It is not nice. Why? People will think his friend stole it. Somebody could call the 
police. An innocent person could be caught by the police.  
 
3. How would they feel if someone stole their favourite toy? 
Sad, if someone stole their toy (here: snake.) So sad, so angry. Ok, I don’t need 
toys.  
 
4. Extra questions by teacher:  
Why don’t you steal from kindergarten? You just don’t! Because kids would be 
sad and angry.  
 
5. What is greediness? 
You take too much. Nothing left for others. Eat all the candy. Stomach is going 
to be very fat. 
 
 
Main questions and answers:  
 
1. Did the dog plan anything when he saw the bone? 
Yes. To take the bone! Didn’t plan anything.  
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2. What did the dog do? What do you think about that? 
Stole the bone.  
 
3. Yes, he didn’t have food. 1 child answered: Good to steal when you need food. 
Ok to steal something if you need something.  
No, horrible. Somebody will not like you. Can’t steal anywhere. Can’t steal on 
Christmas. 
 
4. Why did the dog steal the bone? Does that justify it?  
Dog was greedy.  Wanted 2 bones. 
 
5. What happens when you want somebody’s toy? 
Ask ‘please, can I play with it (borrow it).  
 
6. How did the dog feel when he stole the bone? How would you feel?   
Good. Because he had a bone. Good. Would feel Ok to steal. But not when 
stealing from another child (toy) 
 
7. Where did the second dog come from? 
3 children answered: from the reflection in the water. 2 children answered: 
There were 2 dogs.  
 
8. How did he feel when he saw the ‘other dog’s’ bone? 
Angry. He had a bigger bone. Bigger than the world.  
 
9. What happened to the bone? 
Vanished. 
 
10. How do you feel that the dog lost his bone? Is it bad or good? 
The dog felt bad. I felt happy. I felt sad -> dog lost his food. Sad for the dog.  
 
11. What did the dog learn? 
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He learnt his lesson. The lesson was not to steal from other people.  
Don’t steal from other people ever, ever. Learnt his lesson, if the steals, you will 
lose at the end.  
 
 
Third session: 21.03.14 
 
Book: Three friends together by Hiawyn Oram, illustrated by Charles Fuge 
 
Ice-breaking game: Who’s your best friend? 
 
Pre-questions: 
 
1. What is friendship?  
That you are best friends and you do things together. You share, hug, and kiss.  
Friendship is a magical world, where you have friends. 
You are not naughty to each other. You work together. You love the other one. 
 
2. Do you let other children play with you if they like? How do you feel when a 
child doesn’t let you join a game? Can three children be best friends? 
You let them play. If they have done something naughty, you don’t let them play 
with you. If you don’t want to, you don’t need to, but you say sorry, I just don’t 
want to play today. Do deals.  
 
Main questions:  
 
1. Does Penguin have a best friend? If yes, who is it? 
No, animals don’t have a best friend. They have only 2 or 16, not 1. Yes, 2 best 
friends, seal and whale. Sometimes when grass-eaters meet meat-eaters they 
eat the other one.   
 
2. Where was the Penguin going when he met Slippy? 
He was going to meet Wally.  
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3. Why didn’t Penguin and Slippy invite Wally the Whale to play? (Did they do it on 
purpose, were they ignoring him? Or did they forget about him? Or just not see 
him?) 
They were having so much fun. They didn’t see him. Yes, they did see him, but 
had too much fun. So they forgot. It is fair not to invite him. It’s not fair, even if 
having fun.  
 
4. Was it okay to not meet Wally the Whale, when promised?  
No, you cannot break promises.  
Why? Because the other one becomes angry. 2 children answered: Because 
the other one tells your mum and puts you on a 3 minute time out.  
How would you feel? Hungry and sad, if a promise is broken. 
Will you forgive your friend? All the children answered: We would forgive.  
 
5. Why didn’t Penguin want to join Wally and Sloppy at first? Does it matter if 
you’re different / not as good at something?  
Because he was afraid that they had forgotten him. He didn’t think they didn’t 
like him anymore. He will practice and everyone will play again.  
 
6. What about the Dragon Fish? How does he feel? 
He looks sad. Reasons: They want to eat him. It’s not a nice game.  
He looks happy. Reasons: They won’t hurt him. It’s a nice game.  
He feels left out of by the other Dragon Fish.  
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Fourth session 28.03.14 
 
Book: The Hare and the Tortoise by Aesop, retold by Mairi Mackiman. 
 
Welcome and ice-breaking game: ‘What are you good at?’ 
 
Main questions: 
  
1. How did Harry treat Tom the Tortoise? Nice? 
No, he ran too fast. No, he won the race and tease. He wasn’t nice to him. 
Teasing. 
 
2. How did Harry react when Tom agreed to race him? 
He laughed at him.  
 
3. Is it ok to laugh at someone if they are not as good at something as you are? 
No. He knew he was going to win. No. Makes them sad. 
 
4. Why did Harry challenge the others for a race? 
He wanted to win something. He wanted to win a gold cup/medal. 
 
5. Did Harry want to give Tom a fair chance to win? 
No. Why? Turtle is so slow. Could have made the track shorter -> would be 
fairer. 
 
6. Why didn’t Tom train for the race? 
Turtle had so much to do. Maybe did, trained more than the hare. Because he 
didn’t want to be tired in the race. He thought he would be tired. Was not im-
portant to the turtle.  
 
7. What do you think about Tom’s friends? 
They were happy. Talking to him all the time. 
 
8. How did Tom feel when he won the race? 
Excited. Happy. 
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9. Why did Harry lose the race? 
He was sleeping. He was tired. He can’t cheat others and laugh, should not 
laugh at others. Felt sad. 
 
10. Who do you like better? Tom or Harry? 
Everyone answered that they liked Tom the turtle better. Reasons: Because he 
won. Even if he wouldn’t have won. Because he’s good and makes good things.  
 
11. Do you think Harry learnt anything? 
No, nothing. He only won a medal. That you cannot tease others. Cannot be 
naughty to other.
  
 
 
 
